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its exhibition SUPERSTARS: Who’s Who in Contemporary Iranian Art. 

Focusing on the issue of inter-generational dialog, Leila-Milani boasted a 

repertoire of 14 Iranian artists over a range of age groups.  

One of the youngest of the grouping was Nazanin Pouyandeh, whose 

vivid portraits Lili and Leila excite the aesthetic imagination of a 

Persia fermented in antiquity. Leila poses under the virgin starlight of 

an ebbing sunset, bearing the implacable marks of refined culture. 

Meanwhile, Lili glances indirectly with supple chestnut eyes before 

a lush panorama. Contrasting interactions occur within a romantic 

vision of sultans, gods, animals, heroes and elemental creatures. Each 

character touches another, weaving each singularity into the whole, in a 

sophisticated patchwork of narratives reminiscent of the classic Middle 

Eastern omnibus A Thousand And One Nights.  

The motif of interconnectedness is also strongly articulated in Shiva 

Ahmadi’s new works Untitled and Oil Barrel #4, which encapsulate the 

intrigue of a culture rendered mysterious over ages of isolation, civil 

unrest and political friction. Ahmadi’s visual language draws strongly 

on this exotic desirability, while employing the symbolism of Middle 

Eastern patterns, Islamic architecture, merciless deserts and black oil 

drums. Most of the patterns she uses are from Persian miniatures and 

Islamic art from different historical periods.  

Meanwhile, Roya Akhavan illustrates more obvious battles in The 

Marvelous Plunge II that form the backdrop of an immutable pattern 

that has weathered an infinite tally of conflicts. These scenes are 

timeless representations of the volatility of life. “The dialog between 

the confusion of battle and the order of these shapes offers a paradox 

between certainty and precariousness,” explains Akhavan. “Across this 

confrontation, interwoven through color and shape, miniature figures 

march through the painting.  Fixed, pensive and quiet, these figures race 

eternally through time and space.  They follow one another in an endless 

procession that outreaches the boundaries of each canvas, observing the 

struggle between order and uncertainty even as they reflect one another. 

Their journey is a celebration of continuity, the thread of contemplation 

that perpetuates and redeems the eternal battle of harmony and chaos.” 

Pouran Jinchi’s art, on the other hand, is typified by its intricate patterning, 

such as in Forough #3, where complex markings and subtle traceries are 

derived from the achievements of Persian culture. Having been trained in 

calligraphy, she sees words and forms as parallel concepts, which she uses 

to reflect her literary passion of finding poetry in her art.  

Negar Ahkami’s Heart II openly celebrates a more spiritual 

communion, and while pattern remains a seductive and prominent 

feature, its role is auxiliary to the potent color and undulating rhythm of 

the piece’s dream journey. 

A more severe and brooding style among the group is represented in 

Darius Yektai’s relatively older piece Looking At You But You’re Not There 

(2007). Reposing in the somber greens and grays of an overcast evening 
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in the garden, a feminine silhouette shrouded in eyes sits anonymous 

and dark. The mood and sense of mystery inspired by Looking is one 

distinctly unlike that of Yektai’s compatriots. SUPERSTARS’ extensive 

reflection on Iranian culture and the internal conflicts of an overarching 

narrative proved indefatigable for viewers, and was met on the same 

scale only by those of the Chinese artist collaborations. 

The most appealing works gesticulating on the issue were featured amid 

Eli Klein Fine Art’s group show “Redefining Surrealism,” curated by 

Nancy Nan. This collection of established Chinese artists Jiang Huan, Liu 

Yan, Ma Bing, Xia Xing, and Xiao Se highlighted their reflections on the 

social and philosophical changes witnessed in their country. However, 

the most compelling art by far was from veteran woman painter Liu Yan, 

who juxtaposes the myriad cultural symbols from throughout Chinese 

history in a realm both ultimately attached and withdrawn from reality, 

teasing out hints of past and future definition of national identity.  

Liu Yan’s paintings love a good drama, exposing all the taboos behind the 

façade of an idealized existence. Liu invites viewers into a reality filled 

with luxury, decadence, and moral corruption: “China is torn by the ever-

increasing gap between those living the glamorous, wealthy lifestyle and 

those who constitute the impoverished underclass,” Liu explains.  

The Man World depicts living history in the context of Empire. 

Employing traditional painting Xuan paper, Liu covered the historical 

Shiva Ahmadi, Oil Barrel #4, 2009, oil on steel, 87.6 x 56.4 x 56.4 cm
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portrait of the Qing Dynasty Emperor with a modern imprint in a 

temporal melting pot of dynamic revolution; shunning the stagnation 

of tradition, Liu Yan pursues the inspiration of contradictions, finding 

liberation in the chaos of uncertainty. 

For Liu, the Qing Dynasty exemplified “the authority of a feudal 

society,” while “Mao in the water exemplified the exclusive one-party 

monopoly; the autocratic Saddam Hussein the powerful male world, 

as capricious as the monkey king in the Chinese traditional drama.” 

The Chinese concepts of history and Empire are also inextricably 

linked here, and “though historians would like to record history 

precisely, it is impossible to fetch the truth under a system of such 

strict authority… Under this mighty weight, even the arts have to 

toady the politics.” 

In her opposing portrait of The Woman World, the canvas is decorated 

with female revolutionaries in a starkly linear, though fragmented, 

historical evolution of the various outstanding women of their day: the 

Qing Dynasty Queen, woman warriors of Mao’s Red Army, Madonna, 

cowgirls, lesbians, woman matchmakers, punk women.  

Newer work coming out of China was more refreshing, though. U.S. 

artist Linda Ross’s photograph series dives into the mystic spiritualism of 

northern China’s Sufis in Unrevealed, at Mahmood Gallery. For the past 

seven years, Ross has been photographing the pilgrim sites, or Mazar, 

of the Uighur in China’s northwestern desert province of Xinjiang. Each 

Mazar is decorated by visiting pilgrims that leave behind ornaments of 

personal spiritual significance, from shamanic dolls to bits of clothing 

and rocks. Though encompassed within the Chinese frontier, Uighurs 

are Muslim, speak a Turkic language closely related to Uzbek, and live 

primarily in rural, subsistence communities. Since the late 1980s, Xinjiang 

has been inundated with Chinese emigrants, obscuring Uighurs as a 

minority in their own land. Cultural expression, like Uighur-language 

media and mosques, are severely constrained, further pressuring them to 

shed their ethnic identity and assimilate into China’s majority Han culture. 

Ross admits that “using a visual medium to record something as 

intangible as faith, as subjective as spirituality, may seem like a 

paradox,” however, “it is a challenge that has allowed me to blur 

the boundaries of genre. There is no manipulation of the images, by 

focusing primarily on the sites themselves – their delicate structures, 

ephemeral materials, and organic connection to the desert landscape 

– I am able to elicit elements of magical realism.”  

“As a photographer I am most interested in images, which transcend 

their role as document; my decision not to include people in the 

religious landscape departs from a photojournalistic reading, thereby, 

creating a direct and intimate experience between viewer and object. 

Because of their physical nature, the objects seen may be interpreted 

as sculptures or earthworks.” 

Included are two video pieces in which the body merges with the 

landscape and becomes the vehicle which invites - and desires - that 

Darius Yektai, Looking At You But You're Not There, 2007, oil and marker on 
canvas and panel, 157 x 152 cm
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Liu Yan, The Woman World, 2007, ink and mixed media on Xuan paper and old 
Chinese book paper, 146 x 130 cm
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Ana Tsarev, Spring (Tribute to Nishikawa Sukenobu, c. 1723), 2002, oil on linen, 
28 x 36 in
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the ephemeral become its own breathing, living entity: the only 

audible sound that of the wind and flags blowing in the desert. 

Though Ross’s exploits were fruitful, the crowning addition to the week 

reverberated from the endearing brushwork of Croatian-born global 

roamer and old Japan hand Ana Tzarev. Her conceptual interpretation 

of Japanese art was showcased in Floating Worlds, a tributary exhibition 

boasting some of her crowning achievements over the past decade. 

Tzarev’s intimate use of texture and color can be breathtaking. Whether 

it is looking over the vista of Red Bridge, finding yourself lost in the 

flowers of a purple Night of Nights, or meditating over the wordless 

dialog of man and woman engaged in the serene Spring, Tzarev 

engages viewers within a uniquely potent imagination. 

The broadening of this year’s portfolio does little more than reaffirm 

the growing enthusiasm held by the world’s most exclusive art scene 

toward the untapped prospects of foreign lands, rich cultural traditions 

and untapped sophistication. Intimidating by virtue of their sheer 

potential, even New York has come to respect and anticipate emerging 

contemporary art affairs in the Orient, especially as an alternative 

inroad to breaching gaps wedged violently open by political hostilities. 

However, despite the growing Asia hype touted up and down these 

Chelsea streets, Asia is still largely regarded as a colossal monolithic 

novelty, deftly fumbling for a grasp at prominence in the industry. And 

while New York’s recognition was invigorating—the efforts of this 

year’s week of Asia was leaps and bounds ahead of its predecessors—

the revelation of an art scene struggling to find its feet should remind 

some to exercise humility.

James Donald is a New York-born Melbournite and is currently working in 
Taipei as entertainment and arts editor at Taiwan’s English language daily 
The China Post

Pouran Jinchi, Forough #3, 2008, acrylic and ink on canvas, 60 x 48
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